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cross rural america, many communities rely on
manufacturing industries as their economic base. in
2004, the u.s. Department of agriculture (usDa)
classified 29 percent of nonmetropolitan counties as “manufacturing dependent.” These industries—from forest products
to automobiles—have supported a robust middle class in
many rural places. however, a reliance on manufacturing
can also mean a lack of economic diversification, which can
in turn bring prolonged outmigration of youth as well as
increased vulnerability to restructuring in the industries on
which communities depend. in some places, these vulnerabilities exist alongside deep racial inequalities, persistent

key Findings
in September and October 2007, Carsey institute
researchers surveyed 1,108 residents of southwestern
Alabama about their own lives and perspectives on
community issues. Key findings include the following:
•

Despite similar rates of intergenerational social
mobility between African Americans and whites,
African Americans in the “Black Belt” of Alabama
are disproportionately poor and employed in
lower-skill jobs.

•

African Americans were less likely than whites to
say that residents in their communities trust one
another, neighbors help one another out, or to
report membership in local organizations.

•

Both African American and white residents are
tied to the region primarily by non-economic
aspects of place, such as proximity to family,
quality of life, and natural beauty.

poverty, low educational attainment, and weak civic culture.
Through the Community and environment in rural america (Cera) initiative, Carsey institute researchers have conducted surveys in selected regions across the united states.
The goal is to learn how a broad cross section of americans
view the social, economic, and environmental changes affecting their lives and rural communities. This report outlines
trends and conditions in a region defined largely by two dynamics: persistent, historically based racial inequalities, and
a high degree of dependence on forest-based manufacturing.
Clarke, Choctaw, Marengo, and Wilcox counties form part
of alabama’s “Black Belt,” a broad swath of the south with
a heavily african american population, which extends east
from arkansas and louisiana north to Virginia. here, where
forest covers more than three-quarters of the land,1 pulp and
paper is the primary forest-based industry. The industry grew
in alabama during the 1950s and 1960s partly as a result of
aggressive government recruitment, although the primary
drivers of industrial expansion were the state’s wood and
water supply, low labor costs, transportation systems, and
innovations in pulp making technology that allowed paper to
be made from the state’s abundant pines.2 today the region
owes what economic vitality it has to pulp and paper, yet it
is highly disadvantaged and has not diversified its economy
beyond a heavy reliance on manufacturing, the public sector,
and low-wage service industries.

The region in historical Context
Contemporary conditions in this part of alabama cannot be understood without a look at the region’s historical
development. since colonization, the fertile soil has been
used to grow a variety of crops, including cotton, which was
established by the early 1800s as the most important cash
crop. although agriculture was the backbone of the region
through the nineteenth century, the cotton fields gradually
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gave way to forestland. over the past century, the landscape
has changed from primarily agricultural to one increasingly
dominated by monoculture pine plantations; over onefourth of alabama’s forest area is comprised of plantations.3
ownership of alabama forestland is dominated by private
entities, and through the 1980s, ownership was increasingly consolidated among fewer owners, particularly in the
vicinity of pulp and paper mills.4 importantly, ownership
of forestland is dominated by whites; very little forestland
across the state is owned by african americans.5
today all four counties are classified as manufacturingdependent by the usDa.6 in 2000, more than one-half of
manufacturing workers were employed in the wood products and paper industries.7 each county has at least one pulp
or paper mill within its borders, and several sawmills are
located in the region. The manufacturing sector has been
in decline, falling from 36 to 18 percent of all jobs in the
region between 1970 and 2007. nevertheless, manufacturing
remains critical to the region’s economic well-being. it accounted for 37 percent of the total compensation of employees in 2007, pointing to relatively high wages in the sector.8
The region is extremely rural, with much of the area comprised of very small settlements and unincorporated places.
The largest communities in the region are Demopolis (population 7,400), Jackson (5,100), and Thomasville (4,500). The
region is also losing its population, having decreased roughly
7 percent since 1990.
since 2007, researchers at the Carsey institute of the
university of new hampshire have been investigating these
types of changes through the Cera initiative. The Cera
research team is conducting surveys and analyzing socioeconomic and environmental trends to better understand
common patterns across rural america. a key goal of this
effort is to provide decision makers and community organiFigure 1. annual household income, by race
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zations with information that can assist in promoting social
and environmental resilience. Cera’s initial stages in 2007
and 2008 included random sample telephone surveys with
8,800 residents in twenty-four rural counties in ten states
across america. to learn more about how residents of
this particular region view their communities, the Carsey
institute conducted telephone interviews with 1,108 adults
during the fall of 2007.9 researchers collected data on
residents’ experiences of change, their levels of concern
about environmental issues, and the issues they see as most
important in their communities.

african americans are
Disproportionately Poor and
More often Work in
lower-skilled Jobs
The legacy of a plantation economy and reliance on slave
labor can be seen in the region’s socioeconomic and demographic conditions today. The population of Wilcox County
was 72 percent african american in 2008, while Clarke,
Choctaw, and Marengo counties ranged between 44 and 52
percent african american. The region has a much higher
percentage of african americans than the both the nation
and state (12 percent nationally and 27 percent in alabama). The usDa economic research service classifies all
four counties as persistently poor with low employment.10
approximately one-fourth of the population had incomes
below the poverty line in 2007, compared with 17 percent in
the state. race and class overlay these statistics. in 1999, 43
percent of african americans were below the poverty line,
while only 10 percent of non-hispanic whites were.
The results of the survey underscore the region’s historic
racial inequalities. african american respondents (74
percent), for example, were less likely to own their own
home than white respondents (91 percent) and reported
substantially lower home values than whites. Whites also
had much higher levels of educational attainment. nearly
twice as many african american (61 percent) than white (32
percent) respondents had only high school diploma or less.
similarly, 37 percent of white respondents reported having a
college degree compared with 16 percent of african americans. in part, these disparities persist because of state policy.
The generous tax abatements used to recruit pulp and paper
companies in the mid-twentieth century have had adverse
effects on public education funding in rural alabama, and
the historically underfunded public school system is a primary obstacle to development in the region today.11
Figure 1 displays survey data that show the dramatically different household income distribution for african
americans and non-hispanic whites, the two predominant
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racial groups in the area. Thirty-eight percent of african
american respondents reported annual household incomes
below $20,000, compared with just 10 percent of whites. a
relatively robust white middle class exists in the region, with
43 percent of whites reporting incomes between $40,000
and $90,000. By contrast, the african american middle class
is much smaller. racial divisions at the top are even more
striking, with 28 percent of white respondents reporting
household incomes greater than $90,000 compared with just
7 percent of african americans.
These differences in household income stem largely from
employment circumstances. at the time of the survey, 21
percent of working-age african american respondents
were unemployed, compared with just 4 percent of whites.
twenty-two percent of employed african american respondents worked in manufacturing, compared with 12 percent
of whites. however, racial differences with respect to occupation are more pronounced and more consequential for
the distribution of economic resources in the region. among
respondents employed in manufacturing, 90 percent of african americans were in production occupations compared
to 48 percent of whites. at the other end of the occupational
spectrum, 16 percent of white respondents worked in management positions, while zero african american respondents did. These findings are consistent with earlier work,
which called attention to racially segmented labor markets in
the region’s pulp and paper industry.12
even beyond the manufacturing sector, african american
respondents worked disproportionately in lower-level occupations, including production (21 percent of african americans versus 7 percent of white respondents), personal care
and service (10 percent versus 3 percent), food preparation
and serving (7 percent versus 1 percent), and building and
grounds cleaning and maintenance (6 percent versus less
than 1 percent). african americans are also scarce in higherlevel occupations, including management, business, and
financial operations (2 percent versus 23 percent of whites),
and office and administrative support occupations (1 percent
versus 10 percent). although african americans have made
significant inroads into manufacturing jobs where they were
once excluded, given the hardships of most recent economic
recession and the ongoing contraction of manufacturing in
the region, such historical progress may today put them at
higher risk of job loss.
Figure 2 displays the occupations of respondents’ fathers, which provide a look back at the past structure of the
regional economy and place contemporary patterns of racial
inequality into historical perspective.13 immediately evident
is the degree to which work in the region was in the past
dominated by relatively low-skilled occupations. The largest
group worked in unskilled manual occupations, with skilled
manual occupations following. as Figure 3 reveals, the

Figure 2. occupations of respondents’ fathers
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workforce (as of 2007) is far less dominated by low-skilled
work. together these figures form a picture of the agriculture-to-manufacturing-to-services transition that continues
to unfold in the region.
also evident in these figures is a striking pattern of racial
inequality. Far more african americans than whites had fathers who worked in unskilled manual jobs, and correspondingly fewer african americans had fathers who worked in
skilled manual or management positions. as Figure 3 shows,
a greater percentage of both groups work in higher-class
occupations than their fathers did, but racial differences
persist. For example, at the highest and lowest ends of the
occupational spectrum, african americans are under- and
overrepresented, respectively, by a margin of roughly two to
one (see Figure 3).
Figure 3. occupation of respondents in 2007
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using these data on respondents’ and their fathers’ occupations, it is possible to examine the extent of intergenerational social mobility in the region. Promisingly, the data
show a general trend of upward social mobility for both
groups. Fifty percent of respondents experienced upward
mobility, reporting occupations that place them in a higher
social class than their fathers. Thirty-two percent of respondents were in the same social class as their father, while 18
percent had experienced downward mobility. Patterns of
intergenerational mobility were almost identical for african americans and whites. Further, the two groups were
extremely similar in the degree of upward or downward
mobility they had experienced (for example, how far up or
down the class ladder they moved). These trends in mobility
largely represent wholesale shifts in the regional economy,
with low-status occupations (such as farm laborers) being
replaced by higher-status ones (sales positions). But given
the dramatically different starting points of african american and white respondents, parity in rates of social mobility
does not mean that racial equality exists in the region.

economic Conditions are tough
across the region
although jobs have shifted to slightly higher-skilled positions over time, economic circumstances are difficult across
the region. however, in 2007, respondents in Choctaw and
Wilcox counties were roughly twice as likely as those in
Clarke or Marengo counties to report having lost a job for
economic reasons in the previous seven years.14 These high
rates of recent job loss are linked to changes in the forest
products industry similar to those unfolding in other forested rural areas.15 another indicator of economic hardship
is public assistance receipt. as Figure 4 shows, food stamps
Figure 4. recent job loss and public assistance
receipt, by county
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and disability insurance or supplemental security income
are the most common types of aid received by respondents.
Choctaw and Wilcox counties, where job losses were highest, had substantially higher levels of reported food stamp
receipt than the other two study counties. although african
americans were more likely than whites to report having
received food stamps in the past two years (35 percent to 12
percent), there were no differences between these groups in
disability/social security or temporary assistance for needy
Families receipt.
Making ends meet through a single job can be difficult
in many rural areas, and the survey data reflect this reality. twenty-two percent of employed respondents reported
working a second job, a figure comparable to that in other
persistently poor places.16 an equal percentage of african
americans and whites reported having second jobs. We also
asked respondents whether they had done any of several
other forms of work outside the formal economy. overall,
40 percent of respondents indicated that they had done at
least one form of extra work in the previous year. household
or auto repair and yard work or landscaping were the most
common activities, followed by babysitting or other personal
care, and raising animals or produce.

Community issues, Community
attachment, and Civic Culture
The community impacts of recent job losses are evident as
well. a georgia Pacific paper mill in the town of Pennington is Choctaw County’s largest employer, with about 1,000
workers. since 2005, the mill has laid off several hundred
employees.17 not surprisingly, nearly four in ten Choctaw
county residents saw the recent loss of forest-based jobs as
having major community impacts. Throughout the rest of
the region, 25 percent of respondents saw the loss of forestbased jobs as having major effects on their communities. of
course, the full impacts of the most recent recession are not
captured in the survey data presented here; the region has
seen several rounds of layoffs and mill closures since 2007.
not surprisingly, a lack of job opportunities was the most
commonly cited issue in the region, with 81 percent of respondents perceiving it to be a problem (see Figure 5). illegal
drug manufacturing and sales was the second most prominent local issue, with 67 percent of respondents reporting it
to be a community problem. Poor school quality, a lack of
health or social services, a lack of recreational opportunities, population decline, and lack of affordable housing were
also seen as problems by sizable percentages. Despite their
very different economic circumstances, african americans
and whites differed little on the extent to which they viewed
poverty as a problem in their community.

Carsey institute

ment to place does not equate to satisfaction with life there.
given the extent of economic disadvantage in the region,
many residents are actually stuck in place due to what can be
substantial costs of relocation. While most residents said that
they intended to stay, across the region a majority of respondents (72 percent) reported that, if asked, they would advise
teenagers to leave the area for opportunities elsewhere. This
trend is in line with that seen in other rural areas,18 and it
likely reflects a combination of both a recognition of limited
opportunities locally and a cultural expectation that young
people will leave and broaden their horizons—perhaps before returning home one day.

Figure 5. Perceived community problems
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Figure 7. Perceived trust and social cohesion, civic
engagement, by race

Development
0

25%

50%

75%

100%

Important problems facing your community
Help neighbors

Despite these community issues, residents are relatively
deep-rooted. two-thirds of respondents said they expected
to still be living in the area in five years. More african
americans (37 percent) than whites (28 percent) intended to
leave the area over the next five years, which perhaps reflects
the former group’s disadvantaged status in the region. as
Figure 6 shows, proximity to family and quality of life were
respondents’ two most important considerations in decisions to stay. The natural beauty of the area and (to a slightly
lesser extent) recreational opportunities were second on the
list. local job, housing, and education opportunities—all of
which are closely related to economic prospects—weighed
less heavily in respondents’ decisions to stay. Thus, it appears
that residents are attached to their communities primarily
because of noneconomic aspects of life—although attachFigure 6. Considerations in decision to remain in area
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levels of trust, social cohesion, and civic engagement
form another important dimension of community life—civic
culture. a majority of residents agreed that trust and social
cohesion in their communities was strong. however, more
whites than african americans said that people in their
community are willing to help their neighbors and generally
trust one another and get along, as shown in Figure 7. Differences were a bit less pronounced, although still significant,
in the percentage of african americans and whites reporting that people could work together effectively to address
local issues.19 levels of civic engagement, indicated here by
membership in any civic, business, government, or other
local organization, also varied significantly by race. among
african americans, 37 percent reported membership in a
local organization, while 56 percent of whites did.20 together,
the findings indicate not only less civic engagement than in
several other non-chronically poor rural regions but also a
pronounced racial division in the extent to which residents
are engaged with local institutions. 21
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The Future
Finally, we wanted to gain a sense of where residents saw
their communities heading. We first asked respondents for
their perspectives on the future use of natural resources, a
topic of particular relevance in this forest-dependent region.
Forty-four percent of respondents said that natural resources
should be conserved for future generations rather than used
for job creation. however, 36 percent said that resources
should be used to create jobs. Far fewer, only 19 percent
of respondents, saw these two priorities as equal. Perhaps
unsurprisingly given their firsthand experiences of economic
disadvantage, more low income (47 percent) than middleor upper-income respondents said that resources should be
used for job creation.
We also asked respondents whether they think their community will be a worse place to live, a better place, or about
the same in ten years. a little more than half thought their
community would be about the same. Thirty-two percent of
respondents saw their community becoming a better place
to live, while only 13 percent saw their community growing worse as a place to live in ten years. Perspectives on the
future varied significantly by race. Despite their disadvantaged
position in many areas of social and economic life, african
americans were more optimistic (39 percent) than whites
(28 percent) about the future of their communities. These
opinions were gauged in 2007, and it is possible that perceptions of the future are much different today after the profound
economic disruptions underfoot. For example, the unemployment rate in Wilcox County stood at a remarkable 27 percent
in February 2010, almost triple its mid-2007 level.22

Conclusion
When the forest products industry expanded in the region
during the 1950s and 1960s, it was thought that industrial
development would bring about real economic development.
instead, poverty and inequality have endured.23 The survey
data presented here paint a picture of these communities
as closely tied to the region’s forest resource and marked by
pronounced economic disadvantage and considerable racial
inequality. in this region, where control of the resource
base is dominated by whites, african americans and whites
inhabit different economic worlds. our survey data contain
no information on land ownership, but the racial inequalities
outlined here must be understood in the context of historically rooted racial differences in control of the land. land
ownership represents a primary source of not only income
but also wealth and is thus tied to issues of power that simultaneously underpin economic inequalities.24
in the presence of these divisions and a generally depressed economic climate, residents are tied to place primarily by non-economic aspects of their communities—family,
the landscape, and general quality of life. While extraction of

forest resources accounts largely for the degree of economic
well-being that exists in the region, residents also appear to
be engaged with non-economic resources afforded by the
forest. Perspectives on the future of resource use reflect this
dual, and sometimes conflicting, connection between communities and natural resources. While substantial expansion
into high-wage service sector work or even tourism and recreation is unlikely in the Black Belt, hope for real economic
development lies in the ability of the region to capitalize on
the value of the forest in new and more equitable ways.

Data
The survey was administered by telephone to adults (18
years and older) in Choctaw, Clarke, Marengo, and Wilcox
counties by the university of new hampshire survey Center
in september and october of 2007, using random digit dialing. The total number of interviews in each of these counties
was 301, 295, 249, and 263, respectively. sixty-eight percent
of respondents were female. sixty-one percent were age 50
years of age or older. of the respondents, 68 percent were
non-hispanic white and 29 percent were african american,
with other categories composing 3 percent of the sample.
Data were weighted to correct for potential sampling biases
on the basis of age, sex, or race/ethnicity by deriving weights
from an age/sex/race population profile of the region based
on 2006 Census Bureau population estimates data (a maximum weighting factor was established to avoid unusual cases
unduly influencing overall figures). The maximum margin of
error (95 percent Ci) for percentages reported at the regional
level was +/- 3 percentage points. at the county level, it is +/5.6 percentage points. reported between-group differences
are statistically significant at the .05 level.

a note on occupational
Classification
to assess intergenerational mobility, we use occupation as
an indicator of individual-level socioeconomic position.
respondents’ and their fathers’ occupations were coded according to the standard occupation Classification-derived
Census 2000 occupational codes and then transformed into
international standard Classification of occupation 1988
(isCo88) codes. isCo88 codes were then assigned to an
eleven category occupation-based class scheme.25 however,
we did not use data on self-employment because they were
not collected for respondents’ fathers. Therefore, classes were
determined based solely on occupation. The remaining nine
class categories (minus self-employment) were then collapsed to create the five class categories.26
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